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~ washed out with soap, OF worse, for ‘talking that
girty Indian language.” Because he alone stayed

e and was raised up calling the plants an'd
nimals by the name the Creator gave them, }'1e is
~ here today, a carrier of the language. The engines
' of assimilation worked well. The speaker’s eyes
blaze as he tells us, ‘We're the end of the road.
We are all that is left. If you young people do not
learn, the language will die. The missionaries
and the U.S. government will have their victory

at last.
A great-grandmother from the circle pushes

her walker up close to the microphone. ‘It’s not
just the words that will be lost,” she says. §lhe
language is the heart of our culture; it holds our
thoughts, our way of seeing the world. It’s too
beautiful for English to explain.” Puhpowee.

Jim Thunder, at seventy-five the youngest of
the speakers, is a round brown man of serious
demeanor who spoke only in Potawatomi. He
began solemnly, but as he warmed to his subject
his voice lifted like a breeze in the birch trees and
his hands began to tell the story. He became more
ind more animated, rising to his feet, holding us
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rapt and silent although almost no one under-
stood a single word. He paused as if reaching the
climax of his story and looked out at the audi-
ence with a twinkle of expectation. One of the
grandmothers behind him covered her mouth in
a giggle and his stern face suddenly broke into a
smile as big and sweet as a cracked watermelon.
He bent over laughing and the grandmas dabbed
away tears of laughter, holding their sides, while
the rest of us looked on in wonderment. When
the laughter subsided, he spoke at last in English: -
‘What will happen to a joke when no one can
hear it anymore? How lonely those words will
be, when their power is gone. Where will they
go? Off to join the stories that can never be told
again.’

So now my house is spangled with Post-it notes
in another language, as if I were studying for a
trip abroad. But I'm not going away, I'm coming
home.

- Ni pi je ezhyayen? asks the little yellow sticky note

on my back door. My hands are full and the car
is running, but I switch my bag to the other hip
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S 5-';, 1o enough to respond. Odanek nde

3 go to town. And so | do, to work,
meetings, to the bank, to the gro-
» | talk all day and sometimes write all
vening in the beautiful language I was born to,
e same one used by 7o percent of the world’s
péople, a tongue viewed as the most useful, with
the richest vocabulary in the modern world.
English. When I get home at night to my quiet
house, there is a faithful Post-it note on the closet
door. Gisken I gbiskewagen! And so I take off my
coat.

I cook dinner, pulling utensils from cupboards
labeled emkwanen, nagen. I have become a woman
who speaks Potawatomi to household objects.
When the phone rings I barely glance at the Post-
it there as I dopnen the giktogan. And whether it is
a solicitor or a friend, they speak English. Once

a week or so, it is my sister from the West Coast
who says Bozho. Moktthewenkwe nda — as if she
needed to identify herself: who else speaks Pota-
watomi? To call it speaking is a stretch. Really,
all we do is blurt garbled phrases to each other

in a parody of conversation: How are you? I

Learning the Grammar of Animacy

am fine. Go to town. See bird. Red. Frybread
good. We sound like Tonto’s side of the Holly-
wood dialogue with the Lone Ranger. ‘Me try
talk good Injun way." On the rare occasion when
we actually can string together a halfway coher-
ent thought, we freely insert high school Spanish
words to fill in the gaps, making a language we
call Spanawatomi.
Tuesdays and Thursdays at 12:15 Oklahoma
time, I join the Potawatomi lunchtime language
class, streaming from tribal headquarters via the
Internet. There are usually about ten of us, from
all over the country. Together we learn to count
and to say pass the salt. Someone asks, ‘How do
you say please pass the salt?” Our teacher, Justin
Neely, a young man devoted to language revival,
explains that while there are several words
for thank you, there is no word for please. Food was
meant to be shared, no added politeness needed;
it was simply a cultural given that one was asking
respectfully. The missionaries took this absence
as further evidence of crude manners.
Many nights, when should be grading papffrs

or paying bills, 'm at the computer running
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